personal and sentimental, yet these 'contributions from her friends' warranted pulling strings obtained through professional and cultural associations. The same mixture of friendship and patronage also provided the networks and relationships through which the album's material was gathered.
Anna Birkbeck, née Gardner, daughter of a Liverpool merchant, was the second wife of George Birkbeck, whom she married in 1817. The album is a leather-bound volume, 250 pages long, measuring approximately 28 by 21 centimetres. On the title page the word 'Album' is printed surrounded by a roundel with the name of its owner, 'Mrs G. Birkbeck,' and the date 'September MDCCCXXV'. A small, brightly-painted watercolour of an oak tree with a rose and a rope has been painstakingly cut around each indented oak leaf and pasted onto the page ( fig.1 ). On the reverse of the front endpaper, a watercolour of a waterfall further illustrates the beginning of the album, with references to flowing and rushing away (the waterfall), beauty and love (the rose) and ties that bind (the rope). The next item, on an unnumbered page, also dated September 1825, is a watercolour of a child working a flower chain, captioned by verses beginning 'and its fragrance ne'er pass away', another reference to both permanence and impermanence ( fig.2 ). Transcribing and researching individual items within the album, however, should not be at the expense of the meanings of the album as a whole. This poses the question of precisely how albums generate meanings. Are these created by the authors who have contributed individual entries to the album, or by Mrs Birkbeck as the collector or 'curator' of the album as a whole? Are we to see the album as the statement of an author, perhaps as a form of informal or private written speech, like diaries; or as evidence of a reading practice, of how one particular woman read, copied, contributed or sought contributions of texts and images? Literary studies and studies of the social production of art have de-centred the figure of the author, 'now understood as constructed in language, ideology and social relations', 13 and emphasised instead the function of the reader as defined by Roland Barthes: 'the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost'. 14 In this respect, albums are particularly interesting, poised as they are between being a reading and a writing practice.
They offer evidence of texts (visual and verbal) having been read or looked at in a particular
context, that of the album pages, within specific sequences and juxtapositions; but also in the context of the domestic rituals in which albums were used. As a writing practice, albums are, like all texts, 'not a line of words' (or images), 'but a multi -dimensional space in which a variety of writings none of them original blend and clash' (146). Assembled from heterogeneous sources, albums seem to emphasise this multidimensionality, to make visible their nature -or indeed the nature of all texts -as 'a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture' (146).
Defined by their blankness (from the Latin albus, white), albums belong to a broad category of containers of miscellaneous items, such as repositories, cabinets, and magazines, defined by what is placed in them. Unlike museums, galleries, histories or encyclopaedias, which could also be defined as containers of miscellaneous items, albums impose little taxonomic order or value on their contents. In ancient Rome, an albo, a blank tablet, was used to enter notices to be exhibited for the benefit of the public; the head of the principal college of priests wrote his annals in an album, and in time the term was used to describe lists of official names. In the nineteenth century the term was still used for the official list of people matriculated from a University, and for the roll in which a Bishop listed his clergy. 15 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word was used in the English language from the mid-seventeenth century to describe a blank book in which visitors to a country houses, for example, or friends were invited to contribute signatures or short pieces of writing, often of a learned or poetic nature. It would seem that, in general terms, to be inscribed in an album was a sign of belonging to or participating in a community of fellows, defined by intellectual, religious, geographical or sentimental connections. The word was also used to describe published collections of verses, such as 'The Album of Cashiobury House'. 16 By the nineteenth century, albums were used to collect music, songs, poetry, sketches, watercolours, prints and autographs of celebrated people, as well as any other flat and lightweight souvenirs. The word could be used to describe an initially blank book, filled in by hand to become a one-off individual collection, or a commercially printed and published anthology of texts, images, and / or music, by one or more authors.
Anne Higonnet traces the origins of more personal albums, like Mrs Birkbeck's, to the Romantic period. 17 Their content, associated with an individual rather than an institution or a location, was up to the person making or collecting them, and the practice was seen as predominantly feminine and with aristocratic connotations. Men also compiled albums, but these were usually associated with specific professional endeavours. Artists, for example, made albums of drawings and coloured sketches, and musicians published albums of music. It is, however, difficult to generalise. Mary Ellen Best (1809-1891) filled her albums, now split into individual pages, only with watercolours. These recorded her life, her circle of friends and acquaintances, the places she visited, the rooms she inhabited, but were also part of her work as an artist, an activity she performed both as a wealthy amateur and as a professional painter, especially of portraits. 18 Generally, the contents and authorship of women's albums were heterogeneous. Images and texts could be originals by the album's owner or her circle of friends, or copies, again made by herself or by other people. Also popular was cut paper work, in which intricate patterns designed by the author or copied, were cut from plain coloured paper and pasted onto album pages. By the mid-nineteenth century, mass-produced prints and images from printed ephemera were cut out and pasted on a variety of suitable surfaces, including albums. This practice was also known as découpage. 19 My aim in this paper is not to provide a close reading of individual images and texts in the Birkbeck album, but to use it to explore the social meanings of an interest in visual and textual culture, in the wife of a doctor in early nineteenth-century London. To do this, we need to consider the album as part of a feminine culture (and a culture of femininity) constructed by and through the image of the 'lady', as Mrs Birkbeck is addressed in many of the album entries, as a high-ranking woman with the means and the time to pursue cultural and social interests.
This image was desirable because of its aristocratic and elite connotations, even as it was ambiguous in terms of class. Lady could be used to indicate a titled aristocrat, wife or daughter of a Peer or a Baronet, as well as a woman of sufficient wealth, education and taste to behave like one. 20 In his study of Class in Britain, David Cannadine shows that in the nineteenth century, group distinctions by class (upper, middle, and lower or working class) did not replace individual distinctions by rank, but rather one model overlaid the other. 21 Even when the language of class was added to that of rank, it was often used in the plural -the middling classes. As these expanded and gained economic and political power, they also diversified in terms of wealth, culture, modes of living, and social aspirations -or, to use a nineteenth-century concept, in terms of rank. Wealthy, well educated merchants and professionals, who often were or became connected to the gentry, would have enough money, culture and time to socialise with the aristocracy, pursue political ambitions and even hopes for a title. At the other end of the scale, shopkeepers and bureaucrats, having just about enough education, manners and servants to consider themselves ladies and gentlemen, often had to struggle hard to keep up a lifestyle appropriate to such a definition. Trollope's novels, for example, often represent middle-class professionals as keen to differentiate themselves socially, in terms of rank, from people involved in trade, even though they were equally middle-class, and just as wealthy. 22 Religious and political affiliations further fragmented class cohesion, fostering vertical allegiances up and down the social scale, as represented for example in the Birkbeck album, joining in its polite, radical community members of the aristocracy, professionals and intellectuals making a living from their work, and commercial gentlemen such as antique dealers. Album making and collecting was one of the attributes of a lady's femininity, or of a lady-like femininity potentially available to all women. As such, it was eagerly taken up and re-presented by a mass culture keen to service the general desire to know about genteel life styles, and so circulated to an audience that included middle-class women.
The entries in Mrs Birkbeck's collection which address the topic of the album itself reveal a certain familiarity with the activity and the expectations of the genre. They sometimes show a certain ambivalence. To be asked to contribute meant to be singled out as an individual worth remembering and celebrating, but also to be imposed on with an obligation to produce something on command. To be asked to write or draw in an album seems to have been part of a Figure 5 . I.
The female collector
In her study of women's albums, Higonnet argues that a tradition of women making albums using their drawing and watercolour skills was replaced during the nineteenth century by the use of commercial images in the form of mass-produced prints and photographs. This however neglects the fact that women's collections had always mixed material that was bought or commissioned from professionals, with items that were made by the women themselves or by friends. 29 Stella Tillyard, in her biography of the Lennox sisters, self-defined women of fashion, belonging to the highest aristocratic and political circles in eighteenth-century England and
Ireland, gives us a taste of the collecting activities of such women. 30 Avid readers of the latest books from England and France, assiduous writers and collectors of elegant letters, they read, wrote and collected poetry and verses, which they also exchanged with family and friends, some of whom were gifted poets. 31 Caroline and her husband Henry Fox, Whig politician, later 1 st Lord Holland, amassed a large library at Holland House, which included complete sets of works by Rousseau, Voltaire and Sterne and prints by Hogarth. As well as books and letters, Caroline
Fox collected porcelain and paintings. She organised the existing family paintings, commissioned many more portraits, in particular from Reynolds, and arranged them in the picture gallery at Holland House, which she and her husband used extensively to entertain friends and as part of his political career. As well as celebrated artists, the collection also included works by her friends, such as Lady Bolingbroke, who was a talented painter. The collection thus visualised not only their marriage, ancestors, and his successful career, but also her network of friends.
Caroline's younger sister Louisa Conolly, married into a family of more modest means, collected instead prints in her Print Room and in the Long Gallery at her house at Castletown in Ireland. 32 She asked her sisters, wealthier and closer to London, centre of the art trade, to buy prints for her, and asked her nephews on the grand tour to send her prints from Italy. She copied others herself from books and folios in her own or relations' libraries. On the walls of Louisa's print room were portraits of notable ancestors and relations (for example, a print from
Reynolds's painting of her sister, Lady Sarah Bunbury Sacrificing to the Graces, which hung in Caroline's picture gallery), as well as images reflecting cultural and political interests (portraits of Garrick, the actor, and of Pitt the Younger) and upper-class pursuits (hunting, playing cards, flirting). These were interspersed with genre images illustrating familial and maternal bliss, or conveying moral messages and hints of mortality. For the long gallery at Castletown, which Luisa transformed into a fashionably informal living room, she used the same collecting and decorative scheme, but commissioned Mr Reily, a painter who specialised in such commissions, to copy prints, chosen by herself and her sister Sarah, onto oil panels, which were hung on the wall interspersed with portrait busts and decorative scrolls and swaggings copied directly onto the wall. Collecting demonstrated that the Lennox sisters had the economic means to purchase or commission such articles, and also access to a network of family, friends, and patronage that enabled them to do so. Mixing and arranging purchased and commissioned works with items made by friends, relations or by themselves demonstrated that they had taste and knowledge of the fine arts. It showed that they had the time and cultural means to cultivate their taste not only as consumers but also as practising amateurs -disinterested art lovers whose taste and choices
were not hampered by the economic necessities associated with practising as a professional, and whose interest in collecting went beyond the need to showcase wealth. 33 Whether in libraries, print rooms, or in the smaller space of the album, women's collections often combined material from different sources and in a variety of media. Items could be hand-made or mechanically reproduced, original or copied. Social, visual and conceptual skills, necessary to obtain material, select it and arrange it, were as valued as the more manual accomplishments of drawing and painting.
As John Brewer and Ian Pears show, in the eighteenth-century cultural pursuits became important in English culture, as softening political and religious extremism, and promoting dialogue and forms of conviviality or exchange. 34 This domain could also overcome barriers of class and rank, but only insofar as the people concerned had a degree of common education, and enjoyed a level of ease from financial pursuits. In this culture of politeness, the concept of the collection evolved not just as the accumulation of individual pieces, but as a form of self expression, bound by rules of taste but nevertheless 'a form of creation through the process of selective acquisition'. 35 Collecting might be another form of upper-class conspicuous consumption, but unlike, for example, gambling or keeping horses, it carried specific meanings associated with the formation of a cultured, cultivated taste, and its display for the benefit of one's own family, and any visitors. Collecting, in so far as it involved sharing one's good taste with other people, was considered a virtuous interest.
In this context, we can see Mrs Birkbeck's album as a miniaturised and compressed version of the kind of collections more wealthy and aristocratic women were able to spread over drawing rooms, picture galleries, libraries and specialised print rooms. The album formed and displayed her taste, and showcased her husband's reputation, not only for selfish satisfaction, but also for the benefit of her family and visitors. 
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The album can be seen as representing, in the heart of the Birkbeck's home, the social, cultural and political circles in which the couple moved. With its combination of romantic verses by celebrated women writers, references to the fine arts and antiquities, and contributions from an international set of learned individuals and liberal or radical reformers, the album seems to harmonise feminine romanticism, sentimentality and beauty, with the more masculine and enlightened pursuits of knowledge and political endeavours. The album constructs the Birkbecks as members of an international, urbane, liberal, cultured elite of people of good taste, balancing knowledge and sense with a fashionable interest in sensibility.
II.
The lady as a woman of taste
Since the eighteenth century, the concept of taste was important as an index of rank, education and breeding, even as it could also transcend all of them, because supposed to be innate. Good taste became a common ground between aristocracy, gentry, and the rising ranks of the educated middle classes. It could also, however, be used to construct differences: between truly cultivated taste and recently acquired, superficial mannerism; between spiritually valuable displays and the merely ostentatious; between true gentility and the pretensions of upstarts, rakes or fops. A fine and delicate inner sensibility, the basic requirement for a person of taste, needed to be cultivated through constant exposure to the cultural forms that had been already selected by other people of taste. As a badge of distinction, taste was potentially available to everyone, but in practice it needed a degree of education, time and financial means, beyond the reach of many middle-class individuals. This concern with taste as a signifier of gentility was accompanied by a growing interest in arts. Poetry, painting and music became established as the fine arts of taste; they managed to maintain the connotation of a minority, elite interest even when they were circulated through books and engravings. The ability to understand and demonstrate taste became crucial, because it indicated an exposure to culture over a period of time in a variety of experiences and settings. Unlike fortunes and clothes, taste could not be acquired quickly.
The participation of women to the public sphere of culture and the discourse of taste -as readers, audiences at the theatre, collectors of prints, or purchasers of paintings and items of decorative arts -raised, however, anxieties about women's neglect of their domestic duties, to indulge in excessive consumption. This could fill women's heads with fancies and romantic desires that were above their station in life, making home life dull, and women vulnerable to moral corruption. This corruption seemed a particular threat to women if cultural consumption was too exclusively associated with its commercialised forms, in other words if it took place through buying. It was less of a threat if this consumption was accompanied by a direct, personal involvement with the objects of culture. Making, decorating and arranging beautiful objects, drawing in albums, cutting out frames for prints, or copying verses in beautiful calligraphy, sheltered women from the charge of an extravagant and potentially corrupting interest in purely commercialised forms of culture. Throughout the nineteenth-century, this personal, tactile involvement with decorative objects remained a powerful index of women's gentility, and an important impetus to the pursuit of feminine accomplishments.
The eighteenth-century concern with the vulnerability of polite society to moral and economic corruption was combined with romantic notions of sensibility, which became fashionable in the later part of the century. Sensibility was seen as a truer indicator of individual value than polite conduct, and as a quality best cultivated in more private and intimate circles away from the hustle and bustle of fashionable places. Romanticism and the related cult of sensibility were particularly crucial in establishing the private sphere as the setting for the true realisation of personal interiority, through activities and interactions based on authenticity of feelings rather than performances put on for fashionable considerations and in the interest of social ambition. Drawing rooms, rather than commercial assembly rooms, became increasingly important as the preferred meeting ground for men and women of polite society. 38 In this setting, women's accomplishments became an even more important part of polite culture. As
Bermingham discusses in her analysis of the image of the accomplished woman on the marriage market, to meet people in public places of relaxation, entertainment and cultural pursuits became associated with the risk of mistaking fake fortunes and assumed manners for real material or spiritual worth. At the same time, domestic locations were constructed as the spaces of authentic subjectivity by eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century culture. In this context, women's consumption of culture collapsed into the commodification of themselves as culture, to be exhibited in domestic spaces, used to entertain guests. Accomplishments allowed women 'to perform their subjectivity through certain allotted modes of artistic expression'. 39 After marriage, the income provided by a successful husband would allow women to use their accomplishments as a civilising, polite influence on men returning home from the competitive world of work, commerce and politics. 40 Anna Birkbeck's nineteenth-century album constructs her participation in a world of culture that still involves her in a public sphere of books, magazines, exhibitions, parliamentary debates and political activism. But her participation is constructed as being based on individual encounters and across personal exchanges. The album publicises the interiority of the woman of the house by making it visible. However personal, and unlike diaries, albums have no particular connotations of secrecy. They represent culture as performed in a private sphere, but for display to friends and visitors. The private here signals not only the domestic nature of the space in which the album is worked on and exhibited, but also the personal, non-commercial exchanges between the album collector and the people whose traces (as signatures, handwritten poems, or drawings) are collected. It is important, for example, that all the autographs are penned directly onto the album pages, not pasted in, as this shows that they were not bought from autograph dealers, but were the result of personal contacts and gift exchanges. This distinction between private and public, however, rather than being a clear demarcation between spaces (the domestic versus the commercial, the private house versus the public market place or place of work) and spheres (the feminine versus the masculine) is a shifting, fluid boundary. A house is private, in that only selected visitors and callers are allowed in; within the house, some rooms are public because they are used to receive visitors. Albums are public declarations, but in the case of women's albums, they are shown only to selected audiences chosen from visitors to the house.
Just as class was not a matter of simple economic or social distinctions, but was instead conceptualised as a complex structure of ranks, stations, and small shifts in social and cultural behaviour, so private and public, rather than clearly divided and defined spheres, were also a matter of degrees and nuances. 41 Compiling albums, like collecting paintings and prints, meant taking part in a culture of collecting (albeit in a modest form) associated with elite lifestyles. 42 It aimed to demonstrate knowledge of current definitions of what was tasteful, but also to show a degree of individuality and creativity in selecting, combining and displaying the material collected. Anna Birkbeck's album is inflected, for example, by her family connections with a political elite, which gave her individual access to people like Robert Owen and Mary Shelley, over and above the access that any member of the interested public could have had by buying their books or by reading about them. Like picture galleries and print rooms in houses, collections in albums were in an ambiguous space, both domestic and private (the home) and partially in the public domainintended to be seen by visitors. As George Birkbeck's letter, at the beginning of this paper,
shows, albums could circulate and be seen by contributors beyond the immediate circle of visitors to the house.
III.
Albums as printed media
As we have seen in the preceding sections, Anna Birkbeck's album can be understood as drawing on an upper-class tradition of feminine collecting, transforming it in size and format, and introducing meanings which were relevant to her specific status and cultural position in early nineteenth-century society. But to further understand the connotations of her album, we need to examine it in relation to the way in which the printed media represented and appropriated feminine collecting practices.
Throughout the nineteenth century, women's albums were represented in the press and illustrated women's magazines as possessions and gifts suitable for Queens and aristocratic women. In 1838, for example, The Times thought it worth reporting that the Duchess Alexandre of Wurtenber had been able to find 'an album and jewel case like those she lost by fire'. 43 Throughout the century, newspapers as well as women's magazines reported the gifts of albums to Queen Victoria and other Royal princesses or high-ranking women, as important moments in the course of official visits at home or abroad. 44 These representations confirmed the association of women's albums with aristocratic collecting practices. These associations were, from around the 1825 onwards, also exploited by commercial printers, who started producing ready-made heterogeneous compilations of images and texts, not unlike Mrs Birkbeck's album in their mix of visual and textual material. Often collectively known as annuals, these were part portfolio of prints, part anthologies of poems and short prose and part periodical. Most of these illustrated publications came out annually, towards the end of the year, to coincide with the market for New Year gifts. An important sector of the rapidly expanding market for prints and illustrations, they mixed on the drawing room biographical pieces on the women portrayed; and poems intended to 'illustrate' the visual material. The most popular title in the first part of the nineteenth century was probably the Keepsake, published by Charles Heath between 1828 and 1857, and imitated by many other publications which used the word in their own titles as a byword for an elegant feminine illustrated book, to the extent that the word also became used to describe the whole genre. 50 The defining characteristic of 'Annuals' seems to have been that the images were chosen first, and then accompanying texts were commissioned to match or poetically illustrate the images. This was partly for practical reasons, as obtaining and printing visual material was more costly and time consuming than commissioning poems or short texts to match the pictures. The texts, supposed to be 'inspired' by the images, were liable to be criticised as written to order with no real inspiration.
Reviewers in the late 1850s made much of the difference between annuals, whose texts illustrated or addressed the images, and later picture books, which made looser connections or juxtapositions, using pre-existing material. The crucial difference seems to have been the explicitly commissioned nature of the poems in Annuals, which intruded too much into a fantasy of poetry as a pure art form, beyond commercial consideration and financial need. This might explain some of the scorn with which Annuals were described later in the century. This is how Margaret Oliphant described annuals in her review of the latest 'Picture-
The days of annuals are over and past.
[…] Those wonderful stories -those scraps of murdered drama and sublime blank verse -those invocations of the serene beauty steel-graven on the frontispiece […] . Whether it will ever be possible to make verses and pictures 'to match' without sacrificing one of the united arts […] it is a question which we will not undertake to answer.
[…] But we have not given up the laudable practice of making presents at Christmas, nor of making books, magnificent and sumptuous, for the same. 51 In practice, they were all handsomely bound, lavishly illustrated volumes with short texts, intended to be looked at and leafed through casually, perhaps in company, rather than for sustained and solitary reading. The illustrations were normally steel engravings, imitating with a cheaper method the look of the copper plate used in finely crafted eighteenth-century prints. To get a sense of how these publications were used, we can turn to fiction. Charlotte were the best element, as they were often engraved from the works of famous artists such as Turner and Maclise, and thus contributed to women's art appreciation. 67 With their romantic imagery, and often exotic and tumultuous texts, annuals gave women a temporary imaginative escape into a world of beauty and art, Byronic heroes, powerful yet genteel heroines, and sensuous adventures in exotic locations. These were not always consonant with middle-class values of respectable femininity, self-control and sensual moderation, and the consumption of annuals continued to be seen as a problematic aspect in the cultural life of middle class women, filling their heads with unsuitable fancies that would make them unfit to manage a middle class household.
How well the Birkbeck album manages to hint at fashion without straying into the vulgar, to include well known names without turning them into commercialised commodities, and to give the sense of a collection based on authentic, personal interests which included serious scientific and political pursuits, becomes clearer if we compare it with those collected by a fictional doctor's wife in George Eliot's Middlemarch, (published in 1871 but set in the period 1829-1832). Rosamond Vincy, who marries Dr Lydgate with disastrous consequences for his pursuit of science and learning, also keeps an album.
Rosamond […] was always that combination of correct sentiments, music, dancing, drawing, elegant note-writing, private album for extracted verses, and perfect blonde loveliness, which made the irresistible woman for the doomed man of that date. 68 She feels herself in love with Lydgate, not because of any understanding of him as a man, but excited by his 'aroma of rank ' (196) . The fantasy of being married to him, a professional from a family of landed gentry, allows her to imagine herself 'nearer to that celestial condition on earth ' (195) . While in the grip of this fantasy:
now more than ever she was active in sketching her landscapes and market-carts, and portraits of friends, […] and in being from morning till night her own standard of a perfect lady, having always an audience in her own consciousness.
Rosamond has never mixed socially with the local gentry and aristocracy. Her ideas about the behaviour of perfect ladies come mainly from her education as the best pupil in a provincial school:
where the teaching included all that was demanded in the accomplished femaleeven to extras, such as getting in and out of a carriage. (123) Her accomplished education might seem to make her interested in the arts -poetry, drawing, music -but these are for her not a pleasure of the imagination, to paraphrase Brewer, but poses she can strike as if in a fashion plate, to perform the part of a lady for an actual or imaginary audience. To marry Lydgate, Rosamond had given up the attentions of what might have turned out to be a better, if less genteel provider:
Mr Ned Plymdale (one of the good matches in Middlemarch, though not one of its leading minds) was in tête-à-tête with Rosamond. He had brought the last Keepsake, the gorgeous watered silk publication which marked modern progress at that time: and he considered himself very fortunate that he could be the first to look over it with her, dwelling on the ladies and gentlemen with shiny copper-plate cheeks and copper-plate smiles, and pointing to comic verses as capital and sentimental stories as interesting. Lydgate of course pours scorn over the Keepsake, 'I wonder which would turn out to be the silliest -the engravings or the writings here' (303). In Middlemarch, Rosamond's sketching, copying poems in her album and admiring the latest issue of the Keepsake signal the limited extent of her education. She has been educated to aspire to better herself through a good marriage -one with someone above her in rank. But she has no real understanding of the cultural subtleties involving in being a lady, rather than simply looking like one. While she recognises the gentility of albums, keepsakes or Edinburgh educated doctors, 69 she cannot use them properly, ending up coarsening the fine tools of Lydgate's intellect and scientific aspirations by using them to acquire a costly and vulgar house in London. She has been educated enough to want to marry a doctor, rather than her richest suitor, but not enough to be the suitable wife of a doctor with a limited income. Isolated from both her peers and her betters, Rosamond can take part in album culture only as a consumer. Even her sketching is a the result of purchasing impersonal commodities on the market -blank books, paints, notions of gentility -rather than the production of hand-inscribed traces of individuals, to be exchanged as gifts between equals.
Anna Birkbeck's small album might have shared writers and some of the visual taste with fashionable feminine publications, but its personal, one-off, and hand-made nature, with its pages marked by individuals rather than by printing presses, removes it from the world of masscirculated and commodified culture, even as it partakes of its glamour and fame. Her collection of hand-made miscellanea is based not on the expediency of commercialised production, but on culture as a convivial and polite social exchange between herself and the people who wrote poems, painted watercolours, or simply signed their names for her album, out of respect rather than for a fee. It demonstrates that Anna Birkbeck's interests were those of an amateur rather than a consumer. Her accomplishments as someone who arranged the contents and look of her album, as well as her marital connections, gave the right to be addressed as 'Lady' by contributors to her album. The album demonstrates her ability to socialise in a world at once fashionable and learned, using her networking skills rather than her purchasing power to
